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The Czar has chosen to build his new city in a dire place, for it is at the mouth of a river surrounded by broad, flat marshes that are icebound half the year and pestilential the other half … all in all, a dangerous climate.



General George Ogilvie, 1704,

in the service of Peter the Great


Author’s Notes

Piotyr Alexeievich Romanov, known as the Great, ruled from 1689, when, at seventeen, he wrested power from his regent and half-sister Sophia, until his death in 1725, during which time he did his utmost to transform Russia from an Asian to European country, and to drag his empire out of the Dark Ages into the modern world of the eighteenth century. That he largely succeeded in accomplishing his goals not only marks him as a most atypical Czar, it also shows that he used all the power that being an autocrat bestowed upon him; this juxtaposition probably accounts for some of the startling contradictions in his character, which mixed grandiosity with modesty and courage with failure of nerve. Today he would probably be diagnosed as hyperactive, for he was always restless, his protuberant eyes moving constantly. Even as a child in the removed and indolent world of the terem, the women’s quarters where children were raised, he was active; he much preferred his time in the country, where he organized his friends into a kind of semi-military, semi-courtly group, which later not only formed the heart of the Russian army, it also provided many of his closest advisors. Known as the poteshnye (meaning roughly those with whom one is entertained/has adventures), they were as crucial to Piotyr’s achievements as any single factor in his life.

Unlike most Czars, once his reign began, he traveled outside of Russia extensively, and throughout his adult life rarely remained in one location for more than four months at a time. He disliked Moscow and its endless ceremony, a dislike he emphasized by founding a new capital on the Gulf of Finland at the mouth of the Neva River in May of 1703. He called it Sankt Piterburkh, using the Dutch name to emphasize his determination to Europeanize Russia. The initial conscription of 20,000 men from every part of Russia, Finland, Lithuania, Sweden—mostly prisoners-of-war—Poland, and Armenia provided the labor force for the first year of city-making, a number that in time increased to 150,000, or as high a number as 200,000 by some estimates. Criminals were sent by the thousands to do the grueling work of draining the marshes and building first wooden and then stone embankments to shore up the banks of the Neva River, as well as to sink piles into the boggy soil to provide a foundation for the buildings to come. The first year, 1703–04, deaths among laborers were high: living in the open with bad water and poor food, occasional outbreaks of Swamp Fever (probably caused by giardia) as well as typhus, two epidemics of influenza, and a persistent form of what seemed to have been ringworm, to say nothing of accidents on the job and raids by outlaw gangs, soon reduced the number of laborers by as much as 15 percent. Yet the work went on, and more workers arrived to augment the forces already there. Within two years, more conscripted laborers were put to the task of planting trees and turning the wooden walkways into stone sidewalks and paved streets. Piotyr was determined to create a Baltic Amsterdam, another symbol of Russia’s becoming part of Europe. During these first five years, Piotyr summoned many European diplomats as well as engineers and architects to Sankt Piterburkh; many interested governments sent residents and envoys to the new city in order to keep an eye on what was going on. As workers strove to put up houses and barracks to the Czar’s order for accommodation of the newcomers, foreign residents came in ever-increasing numbers to the newly founded city. In conditions that resembled a survival camp in a construction zone, these foreigners were expected to carry on as if they were at court at Versailles or Berlin, making for difficult social conditions for everyone, though Piotyr saw it as a validation of his European ambitions for Russia.

As part of that Europeanization, he founded the Russian navy, reorganized the army, compelled Russian men to cut off their beards and wear European clothing, reformed marriage arrangements—he himself had had an unhappy first marriage to the very traditional, clingy stupid, but beautiful Evdoxia Lopukhina—and imposed January 1st rather than September 1st as the start of the year in order to be in closer accord with the European calendar, most of which would have been impossible had he not been an absolute monarch. But that didn’t mean he was all affability and progress; from time to time he succumbed to severe panic attacks, during which he would flee any perceived danger. In addition to these occasional outbursts of cowardice, he had a fearsome temper and in his rages was known to wreck whole houses. While in the throes of these episodes only his second wife, Ekaterina, could deal with him—everyone else was too terrified to approach him. She had been his mistress for many years before they married, a Livonian orphan named Martha or Marfa Skavronskaya, who took the name Ekaterina at her wedding and official conversion to the Russian Orthodox faith. Eventually Martha/Marfa/Ekaterina and Piotyr had twelve children, only two of whom—both daughters—survived beyond childhood.

Piotyr’s life-long fascination with mechanics served him well, along with his thirst for learning all he could about what today would be called engineering. He earned certificates as a shipwright, a carpenter, and a gunnery officer, and not simply because he was Emperor Czar of Russia, but because he actually did the work, mostly in Holland and England during his European tour of 1697–98, at which time he often traveled incognito—or as incognito as a man standing six-foot-eight could manage. All his studying proved to be useful: at the founding of Sankt Piterburkh, he, with a small crew of woodcutters, built himself a four-room house in which he lived until his own, fairly modest permanent residence was built, reflecting his personal, unusually restrained taste in surroundings. He was generally impatient with ostentatious demonstration unless it was of his own devising; he was particularly fond of staging displays of fireworks, and he went in for days-long eating and drinking bouts with his friends, among whom he often contrived elaborate and blasphemous celebrations, which contributed to the belief held by the most religiously conservative Russians that he was in actuality the Anti-Christ, and the End of the World was near.

Dreary and inhospitable as Sankt Piterburkh was, the Foreign Quarter was one of the fastest-growing parts of the city for the first five years of its existence. After the first four years of predominantly diplomatic and harbor-building arrivals, Piotyr himself significantly expanded the number of foreigners in his new city by hiring additional architects from Italy; teachers from Holland, Switzerland, and Austria; artists from France and Italy; anatomists from Holland, Switzerland, and Italy; city designers (civil engineers) from Scotland and Ireland; structural engineers from Scotland, Ireland, and Holland; shipbuilders from Holland, Denmark, and England; and musicians from all over. He also encouraged the foreign diplomats to bring accomplished men with them—at their own expense, of course—to help in creating Sankt Piterburkh. The rest of the city gained much of its Russian population from Piotyr’s orders personally issued to merchants, artists, writers, artisans of all sorts, bankers, mercers, horticulturalists, builders, and others he deemed necessary to create the new city, compelling them to move to Sankt Piterburkh and to remain there until such time as he would release them. To refuse was tantamount to treason, and leaving the city could only be done by securing the written permission of the Czar.

During this time, the war between Russia and Sweden, known as the Great Northern War, continued, as well as periodic skirmishes with the Ottoman Empire and the southern territories of Russia. As a result, Piotyr spent a great deal of time with his troops on campaign, often staying only a month at a time in Sankt Piterburkh before heading off to another siege or battle. With so peripatetic a Czar, I have taken the liberty of placing him in his new city at times when he was not actually there; the same goes for his closest lieutenant, Alexander Menshikov, who served as a kind of coordinator for the various projects that were crucial to the development of Sankt Piterburkh. Martha/Marfa/Ekaterina spent much more time there in the early stage of the city’s development than the Czar did, serving as a kind of pledge of Piotyr’s continuing dedication to the city that bore his name—in Dutch.

Piotyr’s turn toward Europe created new concerns for the Europeans: Piotyr’s war with Sweden—the marshes on which Sankt Piterburkh was built had been Swedish territory until Piotyr took it from them in 1698—was diplomatically challenging for other Scandinavian powers, and for Baltic states from Prussia to Livonia. By establishing a Baltic port in the Gulf of Finland, Russia gained access to all of northern Europe, and that had the potential to upset the very carefully balanced mix of politics and trade within the region. In many ways, it was fortunate for the Russians that Augustus II, Elector of Saxony, then co-King of Poland, personally liked Piotyr and got along well with him, for had Poland aligned with Sweden, it is highly unlikely that Piotyr could have managed to establish Sankt Piterburkh as a city at all, let alone have it boasting the Admiralty, the first true university in Russia, the first center for medical training, a major center for musical training, and an architectural school, as well as two royal palaces and a dozen noble ones, and some 35,000 buildings, all within a decade of its founding: by comparison, the palace at Versailles took forty-seven years to complete. In many ways, the alliance with Poland was the most crucial to the success of the Czar’s city and his European ambitions.

Among the various historical persons mentioned or appearing in this novel, II Ferenc Rakoczi, the Hungarian opponent to the Hapsburgs, and therefore an adjunct to the War of the Spanish Succession, figures prominently, although off-stage, for given that Ferenz Ragoczy, Grofok (Count) Saint-Germain, undertakes a false identity for the mission to Russia as a favor to Poland, his willingness to participate is directly predicated on the strong resemblance of his name to that of the historical rebel. The reservations about his possible support of the Hungarian nationalistic movement expressed by the Poles—a movement which included much of modern-day Romania—come from the strong similarities between their names; such a resemblance would have been very much a concern at that time in history. Some biographers have suggested that the historical Saint-Germain was the son or nephew of II Ferenc and have proposed that Saint-Germain functioned as a Hungarian spy throughout his long career in Europe. While I don’t agree, it does add piquancy to the story.

As is always the case with these books, there are some thanks due to those who provided information in its preparation, so in no particular order, I express my gratitude to Jack Dormeier for access to his epidemiological study of the first decade of Saint Petersburg; to Lina Goresky for background on the reign of Peter the Great; to George and Catherine Hazeltine for access to their library on the Europeanization of Russia and the European presence in Saint Petersburg; to Emily Immermann for information on titles and precedence in royal courts of the early eighteenth century; to Philip Lupu for information on the unrest in Hungary and Austria, the War of the Spanish Succession, and II Ferenc Rakoczi; to Jacob Nelson for explaining the history of the Great Northern War; to Maryanne Talliafero for information on the social impact of Peter’s conscriptions to build his new city, including the ethnic make-up of the work-gangs; and to Daniel Wilmont for technical information on the problems of draining the marshes and dredging the silt of the Neva River. Many thanks to all of you for your insights and your willingness to answer myriad questions over lunch; any errors in events or facts are my own, and dictated by the exigencies of storytelling.

Thanks are also due to my agent, Irene Kraas; to my long-time editor at Tor, Melissa Singer, and to Tor Books; to my on-line publicist, Wiley Saichek; to Paula Guran, Webmaster for ChelseaQuinn Yarbro.net; to the Yahoo chat group; to Lindig Harris for Yclept Yarbro, available at lindig17@gmail.com; to Robin Dubner, my attorney, who protects Saint-Germain; to Dale Cathcart, William Fowler, and Tiffany Ransom, who read the manuscript for clarity; to Libba Campbell, who read it for grammar and syntax; to Brandon Pace, who read it for continuity; to Sharon Russell, Stephanie Moss, and Elizabeth Miller, for their encyclopedic knowledge of vampire literature; to the World Horror Guild for making me a Living Legend; to Alice, Maureen, Megan, Peggy and Charlie, Brian, Marc, Lori, and Steve, just because. Special thanks to my readers and to the bookstores who continue to support this cycle of books, almost thirty years since Saint-Germain made his first appearance in Hotel Transylvania—it’s reassuring to know that he, in the manner of vampires, has proven, through your continued support, to be so long-unlived.

CHELSEA QUINN YARBRO
Berkeley, California
29 June, 2007
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ARPAD ARCO-TOLVAY,
HERCEGEK GYOR
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Text of a letter from Klaus Demetrius Krems, confidential secretary to Augustus II, Elector of Saxony and co-King of Poland, to Ferenz Ragoczy, Grofok Saint-Germain, presently residing at Ciemny Zamek near Kutno in Poland at the King’s pleasure; written in code and delivered from Warsaw by Royal Courier in three days.

To the most noble Ferenz Ragoczy, Grofok Saint-Germain, the greetings of Klaus Demetrius Krems on behalf of Augustus II, in his capacity as King of Poland,

My most dear Grofok,

This is to confirm your agreement made with Royal Augustus these two weeks ago, and to detail what the terms of that agreement are:

To wit:

Item the first: at the behest of King Jozef Habsburg of Hungary, you are to assume the identity of Arpad Arco-Tolvay, Hercegek Gyor (who, as you have surmised, is missing under most troubling circumstances), and travel with Arco-Tolvay’s wife, Zozia, Ksiezna Nisko, in his stead to join the embassy to the Czar Piotyr Alexeievich at his new city currently being built on the delta of the Neva River at the place where the Swedes had their fortress. Your compliance is guaranteed by King Jozef, who has extended the revenues of the estate and the rank of your distant relative in exchange for your participation in this venture to Czar Piotyr’s new city, which he has named Sankt Piterburkh, in the Dutch tongue, as a recognition of his fondness for the Dutch and all he has learned from them in regard to seafaring. Due to this admiration, he prefers that his intimates call him Piter rather than Piotyr. Until he invites you to use the Dutch name, continue to use the Russian.

Item the second: you will there establish as much of a household as is practicable in that place, and you will observe the building of the city, its state and progress as well as any actions the Swedes may take upon the Czar’s efforts there, and will report your observations to me for the benefit of the most Royal Augustus. If the war with Sweden is to spread, it will be most useful for Poland to know of it, and to prepare for many demands to be made on our troops and our people. Such information obtained from you as would be useful to King Jozef, I engage to provide him as a show of good faith.

Item the third: for all that Russia and Poland are allies, and stand against the Swedes, it is still a matter of some moment that a Russian port on the Baltic could prove dangerous to Poland, and to that end, you are to inform me of any alteration in the Russian posture regarding Poland and Polish interests. Czar Piotyr Alexeievich is a man of impulse and ambition, and if he is frustrated by Sweden, he may turn his westward attentions in other directions. Should that occur, it would be essential for Royal Augustus to know of it with all dispatch.

Item the fourth: you will endeavor to aid the Czar to construct such engines as may be used to drain the marshes on which Sankt Piterburkh is being built, and to extend any other skills you may possess to the building project. Arpad, Hercegek Gyor, has done much to improve his lands, which are in a river valley, often subject to flooding; he is known to have developed several devices to move water about, to construct levees, and to drain low-lying bogs. The more you can make yourself valuable to the Czar, the more useful you will be to Royal Augustus.

You are granted the right to take your manservant Hroger with you, and such coachmen, carriages, and outriders as may be needed for your journey, provided that Zozia, Ksiezna Nisko, approves of the arrangements. That she has consented in this deception is not to be taken as an invitation to you to compromise her marriage. You have pledged not to lure her into adultery, and it is not only her honor and yours that are at stake, but the honor of Royal Augustus. Zozia, Ksiezna Nisko, will maintain the fiction in public, but will not extend anything untoward to you simply because you are pretending to be her husband, for she will not compromise her husband with an unexplainable child with claims to support from Hungary. As is often the case for women of such high rank, Ksiezna Nisko will indulge her right to be entertained in any way that does not compromise her mission. She also requires that she not know your identity beyond your rank and that you, like her husband, are Hungarian. If you decide to tell her more than your title and origin, she will immediately order your departure. She believes the necessary deception will be less hazardous for both of you with this precaution.

Travel will require the same conduct from you as being at Sankt Piterburkh. Zozia, Ksiezna Nisko, herself will have three carriages, two sleighs, four coachmen, six postilions, four maids, a footman, a steward for your household in the new city, and an escort of nine guards. She has also said she will want to engage only trained servants once you arrive there. You will be provided two couriers to carry your messages to me, both of whom will reside with Royal Augustus’ Envoy, not as part of your household, so as not to be a charge on you.

Given that you will have to wait until the roads are clear before you depart, Augustus II asks that you not travel far from your current retreat at Ciemny Zamek, for if your dissembling is to be successful, the less you are seen as yourself, the less likely it is that you will be unmasked. Arpad, Hercegek Gyor, is known to be reclusive and studious, so it would be well for you to adopt his habits before you assume his identity. Most Royal Augustus has recommended that you depart no earlier than the beginning of April, at which time you will travel from Warsaw to Grodno, and from there to Pskov, and then on to the Neva and Sankt Piterburkh, which should put you there in mid-May. The escort from Royal Augustus’ household cavalry that will accompany you will return by ship at the first opportunity, leaving their horses and any remaining supplies with you, so that you will not have to wait on the pleasure of the Czar for the necessities of life.

With the Neva free of ice for summer, you should be able to send your reports on Polish ships rather than with couriers, which I most stringently recommend. Once the snows come, neither ship nor messenger will be able to leave safely, and any notification you will have for Royal Augustus will be delayed until the weather allows the use of the roads again. If the Neva River did not carry all the ice from Lake Ladoga, it would be a much more convenient port, which I fear the Czar will learn for himself. He may also discover that the islands often flood, for the Swedes complained that their fortress was more a lake than a haven.

Through our friends already at Sankt Piterburkh, Royal Augustus has let it be known that Hercegek Gyor does not eat or drink in company, which may protect you from some of the more onerous demands of Russian hospitality. On most grand occasions, guests are urged to excesses in drink and food that have sent many a guest home ill with over-indulgence, yet to refuse such surfeit can give inexcusable offense. It would behoove you to leave such lenience to the Ksiezna, who has participated in Russian entertainments in the past. In regard to your abstemious practices, you may claim a religious reason for your reticence; it may be respected, but as high officials of the Russian Church are expected to sate themselves on many occasions, the ploy may not succeed. You may need to come up with some other explanation for your unwillingness to participate in the required gorging, or you will offend the Czar, which will be against the wishes of Royal Augustus as well as King Jozef. Bear in mind that once you gain the Czar’s enmity, your usefulness to the Ksiezna and Royal Augustus are at an end.

In addition, you have sworn to Royal Augustus that you are not in any way involved in the uprising in Hungary against the Hapsburgs led by Rakoczi II Ferenc, as you have informed me that the Hungarians style their order of their rulers, with the number before the personal name; do not expect many of the foreigners in Sankt Piterburkh to observe this practice. You have stated that II Ferenc is of a separate branch of your family and no direct connection to you, nor of so-close blood that there is any obligation existing between you; further, you pledge that no part of your mission shall be used to advance that uprising, either in direct benefits or in the capacity as intermediary. Any lapse in this commitment to the benefit of II Ferenc will be grounds to dismiss you, which will not benefit an exile such as you. Let the Austrians, Dutch, Prussians, and English sort the Spanish Succession out with Spain and France: do not yourself participate in any aspect of it. On this point, Royal Augustus is adamant, and if you feel you cannot abide by these restrictions, then it will be best to refuse this mission and remain in Poland or return to Hungary: Royal Augustus must be able to repose absolute trust in your loyalty for this mission.

If this is in accord with your understanding, please sign at the bottom and give it into the hands of the courier who carries it to bring it back to me. If it does not, I ask you to frame a letter of your understanding, and give that to the courier instead. We have a little time to make adjustments in our terms, if that seems necessary to you. On your one previous request, I fear it will not be possible for you to meet with Royal Augustus before you leave, a decision that is as much for your protection as for the King’s; we wish to keep your risk of discovery to as small as is possible, and for that reason, Royal Augustus has ordered that all your contact from now until your return from Russia be confined to letters, in the cypher we have already agreed upon for our communication. I apologize for this, and assure you that the gratitude of Royal Augustus will take your understanding of this precaution into consideration when he expresses his thanks to you at the conclusion of your mission.

I pray God to give His protection for your endeavor.


Your most devoted servant to command,
Klaus Demetrius Krems
private and confidential secretary to
Augustus II, the Strong, King of Poland
and Elector of Saxony



on the 27th day of February, 1704




1

He came to slowly, his face pressed into cold, noxious mud, his body lying half on and half off a wooden walkway, his clothes in disarray, his sword gone, his wig missing entirely, and a collection of bruises and small wounds on his shoulders and head that he knew would take weeks to mend. He was just beginning to feel other hurts; through swollen eyes he tried to see where he was, but the night was dark, and although there was a broad smudge of opalescent luminosity on the horizon, it was not bright enough to diminish the night. His usual ability to see in dimness was itself faded: he could barely make out his ruined lace cuff dangling a hand’s-breadth from his face; he could not see, but he felt the rawness of his knuckles, and his attempt to flex his fingers in his right hand failed in a flare of renewed pain. How had he come to this? Involuntarily he groaned, and less than a minute later, he heard approaching footsteps, and hoped this did not mean his attackers were returning to finish what they had begun. After a brief hesitation, he took a breath, and then another.

“It’s not a body,” said a voice in Finnish. “He’s breathing.”

“Looks like the Lithuanians have been at him; they go for the head with their cudgels,” said a second voice in the same language. He nudged at the prone figure with a walking staff. “You alive?” he asked in Russian as he held up a bull’s-eye lantern.

Saint-Germain did his best to blink, and said through swollen lips, in Finnish, “What happened?” It was the first question that came to mind; his voice was rough and almost inaudible, and this simple effort brought new pain as a cold wind slid over him, bearing the odor of decaying vegetation from the exposed mud of the marsh. It’s all of a piece, he thought.

“You’ve been damned foolish, coming out here.” The second voice went silent for more than a minute, then added, “There’re gangs and worse out here once the sun goes down, summer light or no summer light. No one from the fortress or the town leaves its protection at night. Even a foreigner like you should know that.” There was another silence. “Don’t try to move. You may have broken bones. We’ll get a pallet to carry you.”

“There are criminals in this part of the island,” said the first. “No one comes here after dark, not alone.”

“Ehi! Tapio! Get a pallet.” The second voice was raised enough to carry, and he was answered by a third voice some distance away.

“All right,” the third man called, and his footsteps on the wooden walkway receded.

“Don’t try to talk,” the first man recommended to Saint-Germain. “You’ll make it worse.”

“At least there isn’t a lot of blood,” said the second, inspecting the wooden walkway and the ground around Saint-Germain. “He’s got a chance to recover.”

“But it will take time, or he might not heal completely. That’s a mess,” said the first, pointing to Saint-Germain’s right hand.

Saint-Germain was able to wheeze out a word. “Time?”

“Oh, an hour or so until dawn,” said the first. “The Russians are still drinking in their log houses, but most of the rest are asleep. At least we have tents this spring. Last year most of us slept in the open.”

“Work starts an hour after dawn at this time of year,” said the second.

How long had he lain here? Saint-Germain wondered, and why had he been so far from the stout, three-room log house in the Foreign Quarter the Czar had allocated for his and Zozia’s use? What had brought him out into the marsh at night? How long had he lain here? His thoughts were as murky as the night around him; he had a vague recollection of being summoned to one of the huge treadmills driving a draining screw, but after that, there was only a flash of faces and rough commands in a dialect of Russian he barely understood. He tried to push himself upright, only to be held down.

“You don’t want to do that,” said the second voice. “If you have broken bones they could burst out—”

“Lie still,” the first said. “Tapio will be back soon enough.”

Saint-Germain did his best to relax, taking stock of the damage he had sustained. He could feel at least two cracked ribs and possibly broken bones in his right hand. One leg—his left—was swollen in its high boot, and his back ached. The blow to his forehead continued to hurt, and he was fairly certain he had been struck on the throat or someone had attempted to strangle him. There was a knife-cut to his side and one at the top of his thigh. His rings and a gold brooch were missing.

“Can we take him to Ludmilla Svarinskaya at this hour?” The second man sounded worried. “Everyone’s asleep at the care-house.”

“Where else? She can arrange to get him home once he’s been treated,” said the second. He sighed. “At least it’s not raining.”

“And there’s no fog—we wouldn’t have found him if there were fog.”

“True enough,” said the second, beginning to pace nervously.

“Paavo, calm down; it’s safe,” said the first. “The gangs aren’t out now—nothing to prey on.”

“I hate being on Watch.” Paavo stamped his foot and held up the lantern again. “They really pounded him, didn’t they?”

“So they did,” said the first. “Lucky they didn’t strip him of everything, including clothes. He’d be much worse off if they’d done that.”

“But, Yrjo, why would they leave him his clothes?” It was a reasonable question, clothes like everything else being in short supply.

“Too foreign. They’re bound to be identified. And what working man wants a satin coat?” He laughed. “Not that it isn’t ruined, in any case.”

Jogging footsteps thudded on the wooden walkway as Tapio returned with the wooden pallet. He was panting a little as he stopped. “Do we lift him or roll him?”

Saint-Germain listened distantly, aware that whichever they did, it would be painful. He steeled himself against it, reminding himself that as bad as this would be, he took ironic consolation in the certainty it would not be as hideous as the pain he had suffered from being crucified in Mexico more than fifty years ago.

“Best try to lift him,” said Yrjo after considering the situation. “But turn him on his back first, and get his head and shoulders onto the walkway.” He stared down at Saint-Germain. “We’ll make this as easy as we can.” With that, he bent, got his hands under his arms, and lugged him onto the wooden path; Saint-Germain moaned once, but otherwise endured the brief agony in silence. “Good. Now, Tapio, you take his legs, and Paavo, help me with his trunk, and get him onto the pallet. Get a good hold. We don’t want to drop him.”

“We’ll be careful,” said Tapio, preparing to grab Saint-Germain around the knees.

Paavo and Yrjo positioned themselves and, on Yrjo’s count, raised Saint-Germain and set him on the pallet; Ragoczy set his teeth against the varieties of agony that went through him, and remembered to breathe as he was set down, the air hissing in and out.

“Good enough,” said Yrjo. “Come. Hoist the pallet, and keep to the walkway. Not too fast. We don’t want to end up dropping him.”

The three men set off at a steady, sober pace, their boots sounding loudly on the wooden walkway; around them there were the various murmurs and soughings of the marsh, the slap of water against the newly built wooden embankment, the call of night-birds. The sound of the Dutch clock in the wooden church dedicated to Sankt Piter and Sankt Paultje chimed the half-hour. One-thirty? Saint-Germain wondered. Two-thirty? He longed for the deep, restorative night, but this far north, he would not find it until July was gone. The regular thudding of the lantern against the handle of the pallet was almost soothing, helping him to think. It came back to him that he had set out around nine o’clock while the brilliant glow of sunset was still hanging above the horizon. He had passed the first levee and gone along the embankment past a large tavern that welcomed all seafarers. Not far from it, a Russian tavern echoed to laughter and drunken song. Try as he did—distracting himself from the affliction of his injuries—he could recall nothing more until the Finnish Watchmen came upon him.

“After the second levee, take the path toward Ludmilla Svarinskaya’s street. You know the way.”

“That I will,” said Tapio. “I don’t like to wake her up in the middle of the night, though; a well-born woman like her.”

“She should be used to it.” Yrjo was beginning to breathe harder; the other two men slowed their pace to accommodate him.

“Who …?” Saint-Germain managed to ask.

“Ludmilla Borisevna Svarinskaya,” said Paavo. “Some kind of boyar’s daughter. Runs a care-house. There’s a foreign physician who helps her during the day, and he studies at night. The Czar insists on it.”

Saint-Germain tried to conceal the alarm he felt, but something of his emotion must have been revealed, for Yrjo said, “Don’t worry about her: she’s not going to cut off your legs or give you foul potions to drink. She’s good with bandages and poultices, splints and purgatives; she knows what to do to take care of those who are injured. She’ll wrap up your cuts and set your bones, just as she does for anyone on the island. Two days ago she took care of those two woodcutters who—” He stopped.

The three men went on in silence for several minutes, entering a muddy street flanked by wooden sidewalks and wooden houses, some of which had been painted to resemble bricks instead of logs, after Czar Piotyr’s own house. This was the newest part of the city, no house more than four months old. “Third on the left,” said Tapio. There was the sound of an argument in one of the houses across the road, and the three Finns stopped, then went on to the third house, which was somewhat larger than the others along the street. They set the pallet down and Yrjo went to pound on the door, calling for Ludmilla Borisevna. Three minutes later a sleepy voice asked in Russian, “Who’s there?”

“Yrjo Saari, Tapio Pyhajoki, and Paavo Lyly,” he announced. “We’re on Watch. We have an injured foreigner. Looks like he was set upon by robbers.”

There was the sound of the bolt being lifted, and then the door swung open, revealing a sleepy servant with a lamp in his hand. “Bring him in.” Behind them to the southeast, the sky was brightening.

The three men did as they were told, carrying the pallet to the side of the main room where a row of ten beds stood, all but two occupied. “Where do you want him?” Paavo asked; the smell of wood-fires, illness, and astringents engulfed them.

The man in the bed at the end of the row was whimpering in his sleep.

The servant pointed to the nearest empty bed, the second from the end. “There. I’ll go and get Ludmilla Borisevna.” He ducked his head, set down his lamp, then went into the adjoining room.

Saint-Germain endured being transferred to the eighth bed, did his best to thank the three men in as few words as he could, then closed his swollen eyes, not opening them again until he heard a woman’s voice above him.

“Saints aid us!” exclaimed Ludmilla Borisevna Svarinskaya, crossing herself in the Orthodox manner—right to left. She bent down, holding her candle near her patient, doing her best to inspect his battered flesh. “This is dreadful. Where did you find him?”

“Out on one of the walkways, not far from the new treadmill,” said Yrjo.

“We have to patrol out there, to stop any mischief against the engines,” Tapio explained.

“I know about that,” said Ludmilla, stroking Saint-Germain’s arm. “What was he doing out there?” Seeing his eyes open, she spoke more softly still. “Can you hear me? Are you in pain?”

Behind her, her servant tried to dismiss the three Finns, assuring them that the man would be cared for, and handing each of them a small silver coin for their services as he ushered them out the door and then put the bolt back in place. “Shall I bring water?”

“And rags, and bandages; I need to clean him up before anything more is done,” said Ludmilla, making a first perusal of the damage done to Saint-Germain. She sat on the edge of his bed, taking care to disrupt him as little as possible. “Both of your eyes will be black, and you’ll have a lump on your forehead. Let’s have a look at your hands.” Her touch was practiced and gentle as she peeled back his blood-soaked ruffled cuff. She shook her head. “We’ll have to give him a thorough washing, Kyril. By the look of him, he’s been battered about.”

Through his swollen eyes, Saint-Germain could not make out her features clearly, though he could see she had bronze-colored hair done in a simple knot at the back of her neck, and a substantial, opulent body; she wore a robe-de-chambre of ecru silk with the cuffs turned back, revealing soft, long-fingered hands. He took a deep breath before saying, “Arpad Arco-Tolvay, Hercegek Gyor. In the Foreign Quarter.” It was more of a croak than speech, but she stopped working on his clothes and stared down at him.

“The Hungarian with the Polish wife, who arrived four days ago?” She was at once resigned and shocked.

“I am,” he said, not surprised that she should know such things: the residents of the island lived in a sea of gossip. Any new-comer was the subject of immediate speculation, something that Zozia encouraged.

“Don’t try to talk, Hercegek Gyor. It could be bad for you.”

“Cracked ribs,” he said.

“And other injuries, no doubt.” She saw Kyril returning with a basin and a collection of rags. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ll have to cut your clothes off you. I don’t want to have to turn you any more than necessary, and the clothes can’t be saved in any case.”

“My manservant.”

She paid little heed to this. “Yes, yes. Kyril will go along to your house to fetch him and whatever you may need as soon as the Quarter is awake. He’ll carry a message from you, if you like, so your wife won’t be worried for you, and you can tell your manservant what you need.” She took the basin and rags, then ordered Kyril to bring scissors. As soon as he was gone, she began to bathe Saint-Germain’s hand, taking care to inspect his knuckles closely. “You may have a damaged bone here. I’ll put your hand in a splint and have Heer van Hoek examine it in the morning. He’s a physician-anatomist, very skilled.”

“So … I hear.” It was becoming more difficult to speak, and he tried to gesture to his throat; she contained his hand.

“Keep quiet. You have a very nasty bruise forming on your throat. I don’t want it to swell any more than it has.” She continued to wash his hand off. “There are a number of small cuts other than the blows to the knuckles.” Satisfied for the moment, she dried his hand gently, and moved around the bed to work on his other hand. “This one isn’t so bad. Many little cuts and bruises on two fingers—they must have pulled off your rings—but you should be able to use your hands in a day or two.” While she washed it free of mud, she went on, “How unfortunate. Here only four days and this happens. I hope you won’t hold it against Sankt Piterburkh.”

“No,” he said breathlessly, thinking back to the long months following the Year of Yellow Snow, more than a millennium ago, when he had recovered from a slashed throat. This was surely no worse than what he had already survived.

“I’ll have to cut your boots off, as well. I hope you have another pair, for if not, getting new ones will take months, unless you’re willing to wear workmen’s boots.” She wiped his hand and began on his face, working deliberately and delicately. “There are nine bruises, two quite severe. Your eyes will be swollen for a while, and black, as I warned you. You won’t like what you see in the mirror. It’s more than bruises. Your left ear has a cut, and there’s another along your jaw. I haven’t seen all your injuries yet, but what I have seen indicate that those who attacked you meant to kill you, I believe.”

He nodded his agreement, and pondered who would want to do that. Was it happenstance or had he been singled out?

Kyril returned with the scissors and stood by to collect Saint-Germain’s clothes as they were cut away from his body. He was impassive enough until the chemise was pulled away, revealing the broad swath of ancient scars that ran from just below his ribs to the base of his abdomen. Then he crossed himself and stared.

Ludmilla strove to remain composed. “An extensive injury, long ago.”

Saint-Germain nodded.

“It must be bad for your digestion,” she observed, and continued to cut away his clothes, reaching for a sheet as she began on his black-satin britches.

“It is,” he mouthed.

“Then I won’t give you any tea just now. We’ll see how you feel by mid-day.” She looked at the knife-thrust in the heavy muscle of his right thigh. “A little more to the left and you would have bled to death.”

Were it not for his pain, Saint-Germain would have laughed; it had been thirty-seven hundred years since he had been disemboweled; bleeding might enervate him, but it could not kill him.

“Your leg—very swollen in the boot. If your leg is broken, Kyril will help me to set it, or you can wait for Heer van Hoek to do it. In either case, the setting will be painful. We may have to wait until the swelling diminishes before attempting it.” It took her almost five minutes to cut through the leather from his knee to his ankle, and as she worked his foot out of the boot, she made a thorough inspection of his calf and shin. “I think this is a bruise, a very bad one. Had you not been wearing such a fine boot, your leg probably would have broken. As it is, the bruise is a deep one. You would be wise to be on crutches until it is no longer tender. If you try to use it, you could delay its healing.” She tossed the boot to Kyril. “Bring a blanket. I don’t want him getting cold. You know what that can do.”

Kyril nodded and left the room, bearing all Saint-Germain’s clothes and one boot away, holding them as if they were noxious.

Saint-Germain studied Ludmilla as best he could, but the puffiness of his eyelids limited his range of vision. He coughed once, wincing at the hurt in his throat, a realization he found almost amusing.

“How many men were set on you?” She was trying to gain a better assessment of his injuries.

“Can’t remember,” he said in the same croaking wheeze as before.

She nodded slowly. “Blows to the head will do that, sometimes. It may come back to you in time.” With a sigh, she got up from the edge of his bed and took up the basin. “I’ll be back in a moment, with bindings for your ribs and a splint for your hand. I am so sorry that you’ve been so badly hurt.”

He nodded to show he understood, then let his eyes close. For a brief period he slept, then wakened abruptly when he heard her voice again, cutting through the gnawing ache in his head. He attempted to get an elbow into position to lever himself up, but was stopped by a jolt of pain.

“I’ll help you to sit up, Hercegek. You’ll need to move the sheet down to your waist, and I’ll wrap your chest.” She held out her hand to assist him; he took it, and was relieved to be able to move without moaning. She helped him adjust the sheet around his waist. “I know I’ve seen you almost naked, but it’s fitting to preserve modesty.” Raising her voice, she called out, “Kyril Yureivich. The splint.”

“I’ll bring it,” he called out.

The man on the fourth bed shivered and thrashed in his blankets; his face was ruddy with fever as he struggled with some unseen foe.

“Kyril, Yvgeny Sergeievich needs to be taken to the latrine. Hurry, or he’ll dirty his sheets. The splint can wait.” She gave her attention back to Saint-Germain. “He has an injury to the bowels, and it makes his body—”

Again Saint-Germain nodded. He wanted to tell her he knew how to deal with such injuries, and what preparation could calm the intestines, but his throat was too swollen and sore for a long explanation. He watched while Kyril came in, roused the thrashing man, and half-carried him out of the room.

“He has been worse than you see him now. It’s the marsh-water that makes him recover so slowly. They say it is unhealthy and that it brings infections to wounds.” Trying for a smile, she leaned toward him and looped a broad band of heavy cotton around his waist and began to wind it upward, her head brushing his chest each time she passed the cotton band around his chest. While she did this, she said nothing, all her concentration on making sure the bindings were tight enough. When she at last passed the cotton over his left shoulder and tied the end, she said, “Don’t take this off unless you have help and can have your ribs rebound. For a month or two, you’ll have to be careful.”

Again he nodded to show his understanding.

“Now I’ll splint your hand.” She brought the narrower bands of linen and the Y-shaped wooden splint, which she wrapped in a layer of cotton-shavings before pressing against his palm and wrist. She worked quickly to secure his hand to it, immobilizing all but the ends of his fingers. “This will need to be changed in a day or two.”

“Yes,” he squawked.

She gave him a long, sympathetic look, then said, “It will be light soon. We keep our shutters closed so that the men here can sleep, but the streets will be noisy within the hour.” She stood back from him. “You’d better rest. Kyril won’t be able to fetch your manservant for a while, and you look exhausted. Lie back slowly.”

“My manservant … will know,” Saint-Germain muttered. “He knows.”

“I will hope so,” she said with an encouraging smile. “Rest now.”

Saint-Germain did as he was told, wishing he was lying on his mattress filled with his native earth. That would be for later, after Hroger would come for him. He tried again to speak. “Thank you.”

“Thank the Finnish Watch who found you. Without them, I could do nothing.” She moved away from him, and after checking the other patients, waited for Kyril to bring Yvgeny Sergeievich back to his bed.

Remembering that he had to breathe, Saint-Germain did his best to find a comfortable position on the hard mattress, then closed his eyes, wanting to be sure that he would not arouse any more curiosity from Ludmilla Borisevna Svarinskaya. Gradually sleep overcame him, engulfing him in a deep torpor that banished time, so that when he opened his eyes, he was surprised to find Hroger at the foot of his bed, a valise in his hand, his faded-blue eyes crimped in worry. One pair of shutters was open and a band of cool northern light spilled in. There seemed to be more sun now, as well, but whether that was true, or it was only that his eyes were less swollen, he could not tell. He raised his left hand.

“My master,” said Hroger, glad that Saint-Germain had wakened.

Sudden, unexpected relief washed through Saint-Germain and he started to speak, wanting to assure him that he would recover. His throat was more swollen than it had been, and all that came out was a sound like ill-played reeds on an oboe. He lifted his unsplinted hand to his bandaged neck, saying only, “Bruised. And robbed.” He realized three of the men in the other beds were awake and paying attention, so he made an obvious gesture to indicate that he could not continue to speak.

“I was told by the serving-man who brought me that you had been set upon and badly injured out near the new treadmill, and that you had been brought here. I informed your wife of your condition, and came with the serving-man as soon as I had packed this case.” He spoke in Hungarian, his accent as old-fashioned as Saint-Germain’s. “I have clothes for you, and the light carriage waiting, Gronigen holding the reins.”

Saint-Germain made a gesture of approval.

“I was told to warn you that if you make an accusation against a Russian worker in regard to your attack, you will be tortured as a discouragement to lying.” He looked around as Ludmilla came in from the adjoining room, her European-style skirts rustling as she hurried toward Saint-Germain.

“Ah.” She offered a smile as she approached the side of his bed. “You’re awake, Hercegek. As you see, your manservant has arrived—a half-hour ago. He’s been sitting here, waiting for you to wake up.”

With the shuttered room still in twilight, Saint-Germain could see her better than when he had arrived: she was a handsome woman, too forceful to be pretty, though her features were attractively angular; she had flawless skin, a pert nose; her eyes were gold-shot hazel, her lips full. He tried to smile, but the cuts and bruises on his face twisted it into a grimace.

“There, Hercegek. Don’t force yourself …” She went to assist him, easing him into a sitting position. “Very good.”

“Tell me, Madame, if you would,” said Hroger with deference, “when was he brought here?”

“It was an hour or so before sunrise. The Watchmen found him and brought him here. I have their names if you need them.” She patted his unsplinted hand in encouragement.

Saint-Germain nodded again, stopping the dizziness this created by an act of will. He made a sign to Hroger indicating he would like to stand up, and made a second sign that he wanted something on which he could write.

“I’ll get crutches for you, Hercegek. Don’t try to rise until you have them. I don’t want you falling now. Kyril!” She hurried out of the room only to return in a few minutes with a pair of sturdy crutches. “It will take you a little while to learn to use them, the more so because of your splinted hand.”

Taking the crutches from her, Hroger said, “I think it’s best if I assist him, Madame.”

Ludmilla nodded at once, agreeing with Hroger. “Just as well.” She got out of the way to allow Hroger to help Saint-Germain to get onto his one good leg. “Be careful how you use the crutches as long as his hand is in a splint.”

“I realize that,” said Hroger, apparently unperturbed. He handed a single crutch to Saint-Germain, but kept the second in his hand. “I’ll support him on the right to get him to the carriage. If you’ll come with me, I’ll tend to your payment.”

“That isn’t necessary. I have no doubt the Hercegek will pay me what is fair.” She went to open the front door. “I’ll want him to return in two or three days, to have his bindings changed and to put new bandages around his splint. Heer van Hoek will see him then, and decide what is to be done with his leg.”

“Very good,” said Hroger as Saint-Germain seconded all this with a nod.

Moving awkwardly, they went out to the street where Saint-Germain’s coachman, Adolphus Gronigen, was waiting, holding the carriage door open; he tisked as he watched the slow progress made by Saint-Germain and Hroger, and tapped his toe as Hroger handed Ludmilla a small pouch that clinked its promise.

“Spasiba,” said Ludmilla, surprised at the weight of the pouch.

“Oh, no, Madame,” said Hroger as he worked to settle Saint-Germain back on the squabs. “Thank you.”

Text of a report from Isidor Illyich Pukinov dictated to Wolfrid Theophilius Lothar Schaft, secretary to the Prussian Envoy, at Sankt Piterburkh.

In accordance with the Envoy’s instructions, here is my report concerning the attack on the Hungarian Arpad Arco-Tolvay, Hercegek Gyor, that took place four nights ago.

By all accounts, the Hungarian had been summoned from his house to inspect the new, large treadmill out at the edge of the third levee. His servants are agreed upon that point, and that the man who asked him to come was one who supervises work in that part of the island, a Vladimir Pavlovich Timchenkov. Arpad, Hercegek Gyor, left the house in the man’s company, and walked out in the direction of the third levee, where it seems both men were set upon by a gang of robbers who had been waiting for them, or so it is assumed.

Of Timchenkov there has been no trace, neither the man nor his body. He may have been part of the plan to waylay the Hercegek, or he may have been a victim of the assault, or he may have fled and will not return. All inquiries have led to nothing. Not even the fishermen who live in the mean hovels at the far end of the island have any information to offer. They saw no one, or so they claim.

It is possible that the attack was one of opportunity, for the Hercegek had rings and a brooch taken, but it is strange that the supervisor would ask anyone to go out to the treadmill at that hour, and I do not know the reason for the summons, which may be significant, given what happened. Had the Hercegek been here longer, he would perhaps have suspected some sort of misadventure could befall him, but since he had himself worked on improving the treadmill the day before, it appears that he was inclined to see that it was not damaged or functioning incorrectly, and thus undertook to see to its condition, which suggests that he may have been a target selected by his attackers for more than his money and possessions. I have spoken to the Finnish Watchmen who found the Hercegek and they confirm that they rescued only the one man, that there were signs of a brutal fight, and that there have been gangs operating in that part of the island. They also said that they were of the opinion that the Hercegek was lured into a trap of one kind or another.

If that is the case, then it may be that there is someone already in Sankt Piterburkh who has ill-will toward this man, his family, his wife, or the Poles, in whose name he is here. All my inquiries thus far indicate that he is largely unknown to the people of the Foreign Quarter, as well as to the associates of the Czar, so it is unlikely that he has cultivated enemies of his own in the eight days since he set foot on this island. Therefore speculation is that if the attack was deliberate, its purpose was political, not personal. Most of the servants suspect the Lithuanians or the Swedes, but have no proof to support their claims.

According to Timofei Grigoreivich Kharkov, who was a patient in Ludmilla Borisevna Svarinskaya’s care-house when the Hercegek was treated there, the man has a vast swath of scars on his torso, which indicates serious injury in the past, and may indicate that he has enemies who have followed him here. Yvgeny Sergeievich Donskoy also said he had seen scars, but the man is so riddled with fever, his account may not be reliable.

The severity of the scarring was confirmed by Ludmilla Borisevna Svarinskaya herself, who said that whatever had caused the scars, it was a miracle that he had not been killed when he received the injuries. She also said that the beating he had received was severe, but he should recover in time.

This is the sum of my knowledge regarding the assault on Arpad Arco-Tolvay, Hercegek Gyor, to which I set my sign on this,

Isidor Illyich Pukinov
his mark

May 25th, 1704
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“Are you sure you don’t need my help dressing today? You let me help you yesterday, and the day before. The Prussian Envoy is calling in an hour, isn’t he? Will you be ready to receive him?” Zozia, Ksiezna Nisko, asked in Polish as she slipped around the end of the partition that divided the room in which they slept into two separate compartments, Zozia occupying the larger, brighter one, Saint-Germain the smaller, darker one, which suited both of them. “If you keep him waiting, who knows what he might think? You don’t want him speaking against us, do you? The Foreign Quarter is rife with pettiness, and if you keep him waiting, he could hold it against us.” She was turned out in a fashionable ensemble of green-and-white-striped taffeta with a long stomacher and a modified sacque-back, her sunny-blond hair dressed in a froth of loose curls known as the rustic style. A little too imperious in her bearing to be properly feminine and too lean in her figure to be pretty, she had a fomenting kind of beauty that hinted at her capricious and abrupt turn of mind.

“Hroger will assist me, thank you,” said Saint-Germain, feeling a bit more himself, but still encumbered by splints on his hand and leg. His throat remained sore, but over the last eight days, the swelling had gone down so that he could speak without additional pain and nearly in his normal voice; the rest of his face and back felt stiff, but he endured it stoically, knowing the bruises would eventually fade.

“Then I’ll go out with the English ladies. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone.” She pouted prettily in the doorway, tossed her head, and went away, calling out, “Hroger. Your master needs you.”

Saint-Germain sat up on his narrow, hard bed that was made of a thin mattress and sheets laid over a chest of his native earth; there was a light blanket at the foot of the bed, but he had not used it. He took stock of the state of his healing, then sighed; it would be more than a month before his hand would be able to work, and equally as long for the bruise on his tibia to dissipate. He touched his face, satisfied that the cut on his jaw was finally closed: by August, he knew, it would vanish completely, leaving no scar behind.

“Hercegek?” Hroger asked as he came around the end of the partition.

“Come in, old friend,” said Saint-Germain in the dialect of western China. “And welcome. Though I’m in a nettlesome mood.”

“Which means you continue to improve,” Hroger remarked, his austere features showing a hint of approval.

“That I do. I’m sufficiently better that I find my limitations frustrating.” He shook his head to show his dissatisfaction. “Never mind. If you’ll take out my embroidered coat, the white silk chemise, and the ruby studs for the knee-britches, one silver-buckled shoe, and one black leg-hose.”

“For the right side, of course,” said Hroger, going to the armoire against the wall. “Which waistcoat? The dark-red one, perhaps?”

“I wish I could leave off the waistcoat,” said Saint-Germain, “but I can’t appear slovenly or invalidish, or impervious to chill, for that matter. The dark-red will do.”

Hroger’s next question was more problematic. “Do you need me to help you stand?”

“I think I can manage.” He cracked a rueful laugh. “Lying abed as I have done of late, I’ve been considering again that this is the second time that a non-Polish King of Poland has sent me to Russia, and I ended up with a wife. A strange mirroring of events, don’t you think?” The memory of his time at the court of Ivan Grosny on behalf of Istvan Bathory, the Transylvanian King of Poland, and his ordered marriage to Xenya Evegeneivna Koshkina still had the capacity to distress Saint-Germain, and the brave, hideous death of Xenya during their escape from the treachery in Moscow had not lost its capacity to discompose him.

“You haven’t a wife this time,” Hroger reminded him at his most neutral. “Just the pretense of one.”

“True,” Saint-Germain allowed, directing his attention away from that grueling time, just over two centuries ago. “I was Hrabia Saint-Germain for Ivan—though it meant little to him—not Arpad, Hercegek Gyor. And we are at Sankt Piterburkh now, not Moscow.” He paused. “Also, there is a difference between Piotyr Alexeievich and Ivan Grosny, and between Xenya and Zozia.”

“Luckily,” said Hroger as he brought out the splendid red-embroidered black-satin coat, the dark-red waistcoat, and the matching knee-britches. He laid these on the bed, then went back to the armoire, removing one of the white-silk chemises that hung there. “Black jabot, or white lace?” He posed the question in Russian.

“The black, I think,” said Saint-Germain in the same tongue. “I’ll have to wear the colored clothes at some point, but since I’m recuperating, it’s likely that sober dress won’t be taken as anything but a recognition of my injuries.”

Hroger set out the shoe and leg-hose, taking care to make sure they were within easy reach for Saint-Germain. “If you’ll give me your night-robe?”

Saint-Germain opened the garment and slipped it off his shoulders, the habitual movement still a bit jerky from stiff muscles. He handed it wordlessly to Hroger and took the linen under-drawers Hroger held out to him. Donning these was awkward, and he nearly fell as he did his best to step into the under-garment and pull it up to his waist.

“The chemise next?” Hroger asked.

“Yes. Then the leg-hose, and afterward, the knee-britches. Then waistcoat and coat.” He steadied himself against his bed as he took the chemise and worked it over his head, teetering as he strove to remain upright. Little as he wanted to admit it, he was still feeling the impact of his beating. “Do not fret: I can manage.”

“Which wig do you want to wear today?” Hroger offered the single leg-hose to him, prepared to help Saint-Germain.

“The plainest, and no hat. The Graf is my first visitor since the assault, if you do not count Ludmilla Borisevna. This visit from Graf von Altenburg is an honor, of course, but hardly one deserving of full court dress. Elegant simplicity will be the fashion. I will not wear jewelry beyond my signet-ring.” He touched his brow. “How dark are my eyes?”

Long experience had taught Hroger that Ragoczy tended to be embarrassed by injuries and the necessity to accommodate them. “You still have severe bruises, and they are dull-purple in color, the smaller ones fading to green.” Hroger went to the single chest-of-drawers on this side of the cubicle, examining the three wigs on their stands: all were the same near-black as Saint-Germain’s hair, but none had the faint trace of white at the temples that showed on the stubble of his close-cropped scalp. “This German one?” He chose the one with the least elaborate curls of moderate length. “Or the English-style one?” Of the three, Hroger preferred the English wig.

“The German wig will do; the Graf will prefer it,” said Saint-Germain as he sat down long enough to pull on his leg-hose; this concession annoyed him, but he remained determined to do as much of his dressing as he could on his own. “I’ll need a slipper for my left foot.”

“I have one for you,” said Hroger. “The black-silk one from Turkey. It should do well enough for your visitor.”

“So I hope.” He managed to work the single leg-hose up his leg and over his knee; he was too shaky to pull on the knee-britches without help, so said, “If you will?”

“I will,” said Hroger, coming to assist him into the knee-britches. “I’ll help you on with the coat when you’re ready.” His long association with Saint-Germain made him aware that his master’s brusque-ness was more from exasperation with his slow-healing body than anything against his man’s service. As he buttoned the knee-britches, he said, “In a week or so you’ll be able to do this yourself.”

Saint-Germain gave a self-deprecating smile. “You know me too well, old friend. I apologize for imposing my ill-humor on you; you deserve better of me. I should not abuse you for my own lack.” He looked toward the small, high, double-glazed window. “I am out of all patience with myself, and you have taken the brunt of it. I should have realized that we might be set upon. At my age, I have no excuse for such a lapse.”

“How could you have known?” Hroger asked levelly. “You answered an urgent summons from one of your supervisors to inspect a malfunctioning treadmill, which is what supervisors are charged to do. Vladimir Pavlovich Timchenkov was not unknown to you, and his reason for summoning you was not unreasonable, certainly not sufficient to alarm you. You might have incurred the displeasure of the Czar if you had ignored the request to inspect the treadmill; earning Piotyr Alexeievich’s disapprobation so early in your mission would vex Augustus.” He reached for the handsome waistcoat and eased it over Saint-Germain’s arms. “You did the prudent thing.”

“I should have been more cautions,” said Saint-Germain.

“Perhaps you would have been, had you been here longer.” Picking up the coat, he slipped it onto his employer, smoothing it before he came around to Ragoczy’s front to button the waistcoat and adjust the hang of the coat. “I’ll get the neck-cloth.”

“Thank you,” said Saint-Germain in chastened accents.

“You needn’t continue to upbraid yourself, my master,” said Hroger, taking a length of ruffled black-silk cloth and inspecting it before returning to Saint-Germain and putting it in place around his neck. As he tied the complicated bow, he added, “I’ve been told that there have been other attacks by large gangs.”

“I have not yet been able to recall the attack beyond a few moments of it.” This admission was as painful as the others had been.

“It’s only eight days since it happened. Think of how long it took you to recall what Srau did to you.”

Saint-Germain stared up at the ceiling. “It would be useless to say that was a different situation, would it not.”

“It would,” Hroger assured him as he completed the tying of the neck-cloth. “There. The Prussian Envoy should be satisfied with your appearance. Shall I serve him wine or vodka?”

“Wine, I think—from my stores; Zozia would not like me to use any of hers.” He managed a brief smile and turned toward the partition. “It is awkward, this deception.”

“You aren’t surprised, are you?” Hroger held out his arm for Saint-Germain to lean on. “Shoe and slipper. Both have your native earth in the soles.”

“Very good,” said Saint-Germain, and accepted Hroger’s support that enabled him to don his footwear without the risk of falling. Then, reluctantly, he retrieved his crutches from the side of his bed and slid them under his arms. “I’ll pass the time until Graf von Altenburg arrives with reading. After spending the last six days lying in torpor, I feel stale.”

“That torpor will hasten your recovery,” Hroger pointed out. “Lying on your native earth can restore you better than any remedy, save one, particularly since the nights are so short.”

“That has been a problem,” Saint-Germain conceded.

“It’s fortunate the attack didn’t happen a month from now, at midsummer, when the sky doesn’t darken all night long. At least there is twilight.” Hroger regarded Saint-Germain with a mixture of concern and exasperation. “If you had someone who could—”

“But I haven’t; not yet,” said Saint-Germain.

“Then I trust you will make an effort to rectify this soon,” Hroger said, his anxiety concealed in a kind of gruffness.

“So I hope. For now, I need to enliven my mind.”

“Which book would you like?” Hroger asked as he followed Saint-Germain through Zozia’s side of the room and into the central chamber of the house where the Prussian Envoy would be received and entertained. The room was the largest of the three, with a main door that opened onto the small covered porch. Five large chests stood against the walls; a long table was set up along the west wall, with benches long enough to accommodate the entire household at a meal. In the southeast part of the room there were three upholstered chairs, a low serving table, and a settee. A large candelabra depended from the beam in the middle of the room—at the moment it was without candles. The house, being in the Foreign Quarter, had two more windows than the Czar had allocated to three-room houses, and it boasted three dormers and a rear door, for Sankt Piterburkh, a very grand establishment—even the Czar’s house had only four rooms.

“You choose what you think would suit me best,” said Saint-Germain, and made for the Polish settee beneath two double-glazed windows in the south wall; against the north wall there stood a simple stove, which not only provided heat for the house, it served as a simple kitchen. He lowered himself onto the settee and raised his splinted leg while Hroger went to look through Saint-Germain’s trunks for a suitable book, returning in a short while with a copy of Nicolaas Heinsius’ Den Vermakelyken Avanturier.

“I thought something Dutch would be advisable,” said Hroger.

“Very clever,” Saint-Germain approved, taking the novel from him and holding it in the light. Before he started to read, he said, “I suppose Zozia has gone out?”

“She has, in the light carriage. Adolphus Gronigen is driving her; I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“Why should I. Which horses?” Saint-Germain asked.

“Your pair of chestnuts. You know the Ksiezna favors them for their matched paces. Her maids are sewing in the servants’ room. Most of her staff is out until Vespers.” He nodded in the direction of the third room, which was divided as Saint-Germain’s and Zozia’s bedchamber was, men in bunks on one side, women in bunks on the other.

“Do we have bread and salt to offer our guest when he arrives?” Saint-Germain looked toward the large cabinet behind the stove where most of the household foodstuffs were kept.

“I’ll attend to that now.” Hroger crossed the room, his demeanor unflustered. He removed a basket of bread and took a small loaf from it and set it on a tray, then filled a saucer with salt and set it next to the bread on the tray. “It’s ready for Graf von Altenburg’s arrival.”

“Excellent,” said Saint-Germain. “Impeccable as always, old friend.”

“I’ll fetch the wine,” Hroger said, and left the room for the rear of the house where a formidably locked storage closet was attached to the structure, returning some five minutes later with a dusty bottle in his hands. “The wind is picking up, my master. Shall I light the fire in the stove?”

“Not yet, I think,” said Saint-Germain, looking up from his book. “After the Graf arrives, then start the fire.”

“So that it will be on his account,” approved Hroger. “He will be complimented by the warming room.”

Saint-Germain’s smile was swiftly gone, but his eyes remained amused. “It is the nature of diplomacy to flatter, is it not.”

Hroger went about opening the wine. “He should be here shortly.”

“So he should.” With that, Saint-Germain closed his book and set it down. “Which wine did you select?”

“A Tokay. A Hungarian wine seems appropriate.” He indicated the bottle. “Sweet, but not cloying.”

“Excellent,” said Saint-Germain, shifting on his settee. “We will need to apply for space for the Polish escort aboard one of the westbound ships, and soon. Augustus will want his men back before midsummer.”

“Once I have served the Graf, I’ll see what I can find out on that account.” Hroger studied Saint-Germain. “Are you in pain, my master?”

“Less than I was a day ago,” Saint-Germain answered obliquely. “I’ll manage.”

“Good enough,” said Hroger, knowing it was fruitless to press him.

In less than ten minutes there was the sound of a light carriage drawing up in front of the house, and a quick exchange in German. Hroger went to the door, preparing to open it as soon as there was a knock. He glanced over at Saint-Germain. “In German?”

“If you would,” said Saint-Germain, patting the book at his side on the settee as the sound of footsteps came from outside. Almost at once there was a sharp rap on the door.

Hroger opened the door and bowed. “Graf von Altenburg, welcome to the home of Hercegek Gyor.”

The Prussian Envoy handed his walking-stick to Hroger, and looked around the room. Johannes Walther Oertel Stiffelmund, Graf von Altenburg, was a man of middle-age and middle height, portly of body and florid of face. He wore clothes much like Saint-Germain’s, but in a shade of muted peach, and his neck-cloth was made of lace; his wig was a masterful tumble of chestnut curls. He held an elaborate handkerchief in one hand and a snuff-box in the other. Catching sight of Saint-Germain on the settee, he offered his bow with a flourish of his handkerchief, and was answered by Saint-Germain inclining his head. “Herzog Gyor,” he said, using the German title, and speaking courtly German. “I am pleased that you’re willing to receive me. I can see that you still have a long way to go before you’re entirely recovered.”

“Graf von Altenburg,” said Saint-Germain in the same language and style, but with a faint accent that the Graf could not identify. “You are most welcome. Thank you for your concern on my behalf.”

“We in the Foreign Quarter are all agog about your mishap,” von Altenburg continued. “Not a day passes but one of us is worried that a similar misfortune will befall him. Many of our people will not walk abroad after Vespers without at least one bodyguard.” He saw Saint-Germain indicate the nearest chair. “Most kind, most kind.” He stuffed his handkerchief and snuff-box away in the recesses of his coat, and sat down. “I saw your wife in your carriage with two of the English ladies as I came here. If you’ll permit me to say it, she is a most attractive woman. Not just in the usual fashion, which serves to enhance her charms.”

“That she is, on all points,” said Saint-Germain, and signaled to Hroger. “I hope you will take the traditional tokens of hospitality, and then something from Hungary.”

“Much appreciated,” said von Altenburg, and coughed delicately. “I hope I will not offend you by being too precipitous, but I must ask if you are part of the rebellion against the Hapsburgs before we continue our discussion? I don’t mean to impugn your motives for being here, nor those of your wife. I realize that this is unmannerly of me to … I’m sure you can understand the grounds for my concern.”

“I can, and as to the war going on, I have sympathy for the Transylvanians, my blood having come from that region centuries ago.” The centuries since he had left his homeland now numbered thirty-seven, but he kept that to himself. “In my opinion, Rakoczi II Ferenc has undertaken a dangerous venture, and who knows where it will lead? He has conviction and the desire of most of the Hungarian people on his side; the Hapsburgs have wealth, soldiers, and weapons.” He paused, for once glad of having Arpad Arco-Tolvay to act as concealment. “I have no direct connection with either the Hapsburgs or the opposing Hungarians.”

“I’m relieved to hear that,” said von Altenburg. “I know such matters can become difficult when one is abroad.”

“As you say,” Saint-Germain said, giving another incline of his head to show his agreement.

Carrying a tray with the bread, salt, wine, and wineglass upon it, Hroger came to von Altenburg’s side. “Graf? If you would honor this house?”

Startled, von Altenburg turned and stared at the tray. “Oh, yes. Very nice. Very nice.” He took a pinch of bread, dipped it in the salt, and popped it into his mouth, chewing emphatically. Then he poured himself a glass of the Tokay, and held it up toward the window. “Like sunlight, isn’t it?” He saluted Saint-Germain with it. “Won’t you join me, Herzog?”

“No, thank you; I do not drink wine.”

“Humph,” said von Altenburg. “Well, to your recovery, then.” He drank and smiled his approval. “An amazing vintage. Are you sure you won’t have some?”

“Quite sure, thank you,” said Saint-Germain.

“It is regrettable that you have had to keep to your bed this past week.”

“Regrettable in what way?” Saint-Germain asked, knowing it was expected of him. “Beyond the inconvenience, of course.”

“It has been a most exciting week; we actually held a small ball in the house of the English Resident. I’m sorry you missed it,” von Altenburg continued, all affability.

“No more so than I,” Saint-Germain assured him.

“What?” He stared at his host, then chuckled. “Oh, I see. Yes, undoubtedly you are more sorry than I for the cause.” He glanced at Hroger. “You may remove the bread and salt. I’ll keep the wine.”

“Then I’ll light the fire in the stove,” said Hroger, picking up the basket and saucer, and retreating to the end of the room, where he busied himself with stoking and lighting the stove.

“I’m glad you find the wine to your taste,” said Saint-Germain.

“It is most satisfying.” After taking another generous sip, he went on, “Undoubtedly, you are behind on the news of the town. You will want to know that a ship has arrived from England—hence the occasion for the ball—with a number of engineers from Scotland, and two English shipwrights among the passengers aboard. They’re assigned to housing on the edge of the Foreign Quarter, out where the working-men’s supervisors’ houses are. I was very much surprised to learn that the ship encountered little ice on its journey, and has been able to anchor out in the mouth of the Neva.”

“Most interesting. But then, English ships are famous for their sturdiness, accustomed as the English are to building for hard weather.” He studied von Altenburg with what seemed nothing more than mild curiosity. “What do you make of their coming?”

“Nothing much. The Czar is going to put them to work, of course; everyone is put to work here, one way or another. They say his deputy will arrive in the next few days, to see that the work continues to progress while the Czar is away. Most of the new arrivals will remain here, but some will go to the army to fight the Swedes.” He shook his head ponderously. “Damnable business, this war between Russia and Sweden. Not going too well for the Czar.”

“I doubt Piotyr Alexeievich would agree. So far he has gained more than he has lost, or so I understand.” Saint-Germain waved his hand toward the window. “This place, for example, was in Swedish hands until recently.”

“True, true, and the Swedes failed to reclaim it last summer,” said von Altenburg. “Yet it is far from over. The day may yet come when the Czar will lose this miserable marsh once again.”

“I doubt that. Piotyr Alexeievich has too many plans for his city to give it up.”

“That might not be entirely his choice,” said von Altenburg. “If there should be a turn in the war, who knows what he might have to concede.”

“I would not wager on that,” said Saint-Germain. “Piotyr Alexeievich isn’t like other Czars, and it would be unwise to judge him by his forefathers. He has willed this place to be a city, and unless he dies soon, it will be one.” He thought back again to Ivan Grosny, once more reminding himself that Ivan Vasillyevich had been a man of energy as well, but whose attention was turned eastward, not west; Ivan had been so absolute in his power that he had been the next to the last of his dynasty.

“What you say is true,” said von Altenburg, nodding judiciously. “But Karl of Sweden isn’t one to give up what has been his.” He took another sip of wine. “I am not as confident as the Czar is that Russia will emerge from this war as a Baltic power. I realize that is what Piotyr wants, but Russia hasn’t yet made the formidable army that Sweden commands.”

“When you consider how far the army has come in a dozen years, I’m not at all convinced that Karl will be able to sustain his advances against Piotyr Alexeievich.” He weighed his next remarks carefully. “I would like to think that the war will not be a long one, but I fear it shows every sign of lasting several more years.”

“That is a very real concern to all of us,” said von Altenburg, his frown portentous. “You have struck the heart of the matter.” Again he paused to drink, swallowing nervously. “You see, I’ve come not only to ascertain for myself that you are improving, I am hoping that you and I might find some way to pool our missions to our mutual advantage, in two applications.”

“What do you mean?” Saint-Germain asked, feeling wary.

“It seems to me that as foreigners in this place, we share many common … issues.” Von Altenburg cleared his throat. “I can think of a number of situations when it would be advantageous for us to share any information we may possess. In addition, it seems to me that if we form a kind of committee of residents of the Foreign Quarter, to greet newcomers and acquaint them with the conditions prevailing here. Who knows, had some of us warned you of the dangers beyond the second levee, you might have been spared your injuries. Your situation informs the rest of us to be more willing to look after all our foreign neighbors.”

Ragoczy made a show of pondering these possibilities, and finally said, “I cannot do anything against the mandate of Augustus, no matter how helpful it may be.”

“No, no. Of course not. But consider the advantages if we pool our information, and help those coming here to avoid the pitfalls they may encounter.” He waved his hand to emphasize that he had no intention to undermine Ragoczy’s mission. “But insofar as we must deal with this place, and the whims of the Czar, don’t you think that whenever it is practicable, that we agree to provide each other whatever information we may have for the purpose of protecting ourselves and our delegacies from any untoward development.”

Saint-Germain responded carefully. “You must have instances in mind.”

“Actually, the attack you sustained was the incident that made me aware of the advantage of sharing intelligence as I have mentioned already. Had you been told that there were gangs out in the marshes, you might have been better prepared for such an eventuality as your ambush. And it struck me that there were other aspects of intelligence that could be shared, as well.”

“Oh. Were we ambushed?” Saint-Germain asked.

“Don’t you know?” Von Altenburg was shocked to learn this.

“No. I recall leaving the house with Vladimir Pavlovich, and I have a few incoherent impressions of being struck with a club, but once we reached the second levee, I have no clear recollection of anything else until the Finnish Watch found me. They were the ones who brought me to the care-house.” He saw something flicker in von Altenburg’s eyes. “Why: have you heard something?”

“No, nothing. Nothing.” He wiped his lips with his handkerchief. “I assumed, as did everyone, that there had to have been an ambush. How else could you and the supervisor have been overpowered? Those gangs lie in wait for the reckless, and had you been warned, you might have had a better outcome.”

“No doubt,” said Saint-Germain, wondering what was behind this offer. “It is an interesting proposition, Graf; one that, as you say, has advantages. I would like a day or two to think it over.”

For the first time, von Altenburg became huffy. “I’d think the advantages of such an arrangement would be obvious.”

“Oh, they are,” said Saint-Germain smoothly. “But, do you know, I have learned over the years that sometimes a tempting offer conceals difficulties that come to light only after the offer has been accepted.” He gave a self-deprecating smile. “I do not say that is your intention to lure me into an agreement that would redound to my disadvantage, but before we pledge our mutual support, we may both want to understand where the limits of the agreement lie,” he went on, forestalling van Altenburg’s protests. “I believe it would be prudent to anticipate possible problems before they arise. Such matters are more easily set aside than undone.”

“Understandable, understandable,” von Altenburg grumbled. “I do take your point, Herzog. Given your reception in Sankt Piterburkh, a little reserve may be wise.” He poured more wine and took a long sip. “How long are you assigned here?”

This abrupt change of subject bemused Saint-Germain, who nonetheless answered the question. “It depends on my usefulness. Augustus of Poland did not set a limit on my mission. Either the King, or my wife, may call a halt to our assignment.”

“Not you?” Von Altenburg was surprised by this news.

“No, not I. Keep in mind that my wife is Polish—I am Hungarian, which is why you inquired about the current uprising.” He inclined his head.

“That you are,” said von Altenburg. “That you are.”

The room was warming steadily; Hroger left the stove, bowed to the two men near the windows, and went off to the third room of the house.

“He seems an attentive servant,” von Altenburg remarked.

“He is; he has been with me half my life.” Saint-Germain had a swift recollection of a day in Imperial Rome when he had come upon a badly beaten man in the shadow of the unfinished Flavian Circus, when Rogerian had been dying from a beating; Saint-Germain had restored him to life and gained a loyal companion. “I trust him implicitly.”

“A rare encomium,” said von Altenburg, and in three large swallows finished the wine. “Well, Herzog, I don’t want to tire you, nor do I want to keep my horses standing on such a windy day, so I’ll take my leave.” He got to his feet, and offered a bow with a flourish. “Thank you for receiving me. And thank you for hearing me out.”

“You are most welcome, Graf.” He nodded his head to answer the bow. “I anticipate our next meeting with pleasure.”

Hroger appeared again, and went to hold the door for Graf von Altenburg.

“It will be in a day or two, Graf,” Saint-Germain assured him.

“Good. Good.” He bowed again, and stepped through the door, signaling to his coachman.

“What was he after?” Hroger asked in English once the door was closed.

Saint-Germain shook his head slowly. “I wish I knew.”

Text of a letter from Mungo Laurie, Scottish engineer, to his wife in Edinburgh; carried by ship and delivered two months after it was written.

To my most-dear spouse, and light of my life, the affectionate greetings of your husband.

My dear Hepzibah, my mouselet,

Thanks be to God, we arrived safely in this new city of Russia. We made good time, for even with three ports-of-call along the way, we were here in five weeks. The Royal Standard has come through two storms and fields of icebergs without harm, and the Captain, Kenneth Montgomery, is confident of a swift return. This should be in your hands in good time.

Five of us have been set the task of making a plan for dredging a proper harbor, for at present ships must anchor off-shore for fear of raking their underbellies on the shoals of sand and silt nearer the islands where the first buildings have been erected. We have been given a crew of three hundred men, some Swedes, but most of them from the southern reaches of Russia. This is a daunting task, for there is little equipment in place for such a project, no matter how many men we’re allotted, although we have been assured that the Czar will have such ‘gines sent from Amsterdam in the next few weeks. It appears he ordered them at the end of last summer and expects delivery by the middle of June. Barges are already under construction for our use.

This city is filled with industry. Everywhere one sees men working in their hundreds at draining the marshes, sinking piles into the earth, building up embankments and securing them with logs against the day when the logs will be replaced with quarried stone. On the land, carts arrive frequently with loads of logs, to be met by sawyers, who cut the lengths before the wood is ferried across. The sound of hammers and the clunk and groan of the treadmills create a din that is worse than a brawl on market-day. When you think that just over a year ago, there was nothing here but marshes and a few fishermen’s huts, the buildings already here are remarkable in their number. The Swedish fortress is a small place, yet the Czar’s village has expanded beyond its limits, and this island, called the Island of Hares, where the construction is centered, is supposed to be filled with houses and official palaces in a matter of four or five years.

I have not yet seen the Czar, although there is constant talk about him. If the reports are to be believed, the man is a giant: they say he is more than six and a half feet tall! One of the English shipwrights, a good-natured fellow named Tarquin Humphries, saw him when he was in England a few years since, and says that the man was taller than that.

Our housing is in the Foreign Quarter, which is to be expected. It is where all the foreigners who are not in work-gangs are housed, from servants to titled masters. There are strict rules for the houses in the city, but in the Foreign Quarter, there is some leeway in how the houses are built. We have a two-room house that fourteen of us share, the others being assigned similar quarters, and there is a Russian bath-house but a short walk from the door. This house is composed of a room filled with bunks and a room in which we eat and amuse ourselves. We have been allowed two extra windows. The houses are all of wood, but we’re told that one day they will all be of masonry. The Czar has ordered that there be palaces in stone by the end of this decade, and a viable port as well. One cannot say this Peter lacks ambitions, but how he can prosecute this Swedish war and complete his city, I can’t fathom.

Forgive me, my mouselet, for not writing longer, but Captain Montgomery has sent his ensign for any letters we may have, so I must close, but I promise I will write again soon, and as often as I may. Even such things as paper are in short supply here, so if you have the opportunity to acquire a supply, please dispatch it with my fur-lined cloak and my elk-hide boots: we’re told the winters here are fierce.

Until I see you again, do not doubt that my love is with you from sunrise to sunrise every day of my life.

Your husband,
Mungo Laurie

on the 6th day of June, 1704
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